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P R E-R E G I S T R AT I O N  O F  16-  & 17-Y E A R-O L D S

•	 Eligible 16 and 17 year olds should be pre-registered to vote and 
automatically added to voting rolls when they turn 18.

•	 Targeted outreach to young eligible voters leads to substantial increases 
in voter registration.

•	 Encouraging civic engagement at a young age leads to increased 
participation over a lifetime.

I n the 2008 election, young people voted at the second-highest rate 
of all time.1 Voter turnout among 18-24 year olds grew by double 
digits from 2000 to 2008. Yet, they still had the lowest turnout of any 
age group. Sixty-seven percent of citizens 30 years or older voted.2 In 

contrast, less than half of eligible voters between the ages of 18-24 voted.3 
In other words, in the second highest turnout of all time, more young 
people did not vote than voted. 

This low level of turnout for any group is not good for our democracy. 
Young people face unique policy concerns and they should voice their 
preferences and priorities through the electoral process. Without their 
participation, our representative democracy becomes significantly less 
representative.

The primary indicator of voter turnout is registration. Once registered, 
voters are much more likely to turn out to vote. In the last Presidential 
election, the overall voting rate was 61.8 percent, but over 86 percent of 
registered voters voted.4 The disparity in registration rates can be seen 
with young voters. In the 2008 election, only 59 percent of eligible voters 
between the ages of 18 to 24 were registered to vote. In contrast, 74 per-
cent of eligible voters over the age of 24 were registered to vote.5 

Engaging potential voters at a young age is a successful way to increase 
voter registration, not just in the short term but also over a lifetime. 
Voters who are engaged at an early age are more likely to stay engaged.6 
Pre-registering 16 and 17 year olds to vote can be an important first 
step to engaging young adults. It has also been proven to work. In 2008, 
pre-registered young voters in Florida turned out at a rate 4.7 percent 
higher than young voters who registered after turning 18.7 

Pre-registration does not require any additional voter registration data-
bases. Young voters who are not yet 18 can be entered as “pending.” Once 
they reach 18, their registrations can automatically move from pending to 
active. Currently, Colorado, Delaware, Florida, Hawaii, Maryland, North 
Carolina, and the District of Columbia allow eligible voters to pre-register 
at sixteen.8 In Colorado, anyone who is an eligible voter over the age of 
16 can register to vote, even if they will not be 18 by the time of the next 
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election.9 
In addition, nine states allow voters to pre-register at seventeen.10 

Adding to this, 20 states allow teens to register if they will be 18 before the 
next election and seven states allow teens to register if they will turn 18 
before the next general election.11,12

Beyond pre-registration, several states have programs to further engage 
young voters. Hawaii’s Office of Elections conducts pre-registration out-
reach activities in the state’s high schools through the Young Voter Regis-
tration Program.13 The Office of Elections also recruits student volunteers 
to help conduct the pre-registration drives, which further engages young 
voters.14

Florida, which also provides pre-registration, has the Supervisor of 
Elections staff come to schools for one day and conduct registration drives 
through individual classroom visits or school-wide assemblies.15 In Osaka-
loosa and Palm Beach Counties, Supervisors of Elections voluntarily and 
on their own initiative extended their outreach activities to private schools, 
elementary and middle schools, and juvenile detention facilities.16

Washington State started a “Happy 18th Birthday” pilot program in 
2008 where the Secretary of State mailed either a postage paid registration 
form pre-filled with the recipient’s information or a postcard with instruc-
tions for Washington’s online voter registration system to randomly select-
ed young people nearing their 18th birthdays.17A January 2009 analysis 
using the state voter registration database showed that 19-20 percent of 
those who received the mailing registered in time to vote in the presiden-
tial primary, whereas only 8 percent in the control group did so.18 

Wisconsin reaches out to young voters through a state law that estab-
lishes a “registration deputy”eat every high school that is filled by a volun-
teering teacher or staff person.19 California is considering allowing teen-
agers as young as 15 to pre-register to vote at the Department of Motor 
Vehicles when they get their driver’s license or learner’s permit or by using 
the state’s online and mail-in voter registration systems.20
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P O L I C Y  R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

States should encourage civic engagement among 
young people by engaging 16 and 17 year olds before 
they are eligible to vote. In particular:

•	 Individuals who are at least 16 years old may 
complete all the necessary steps for voter 
registration. Pre-registered young people are then 
“activated” as registered voters when they become 
eligible to vote at age 18.

•	 These voters should receive notification when their 
registration has been activated, as well as polling 
location information prior to the first election in 
which their registration is active.

•	 The package of information could also include a 
set of frequently asked questions about the voting 
process, the date of the next election, and their 
responsibilities to re-register when changing 
addresses, if they are in a state without Same Day 
Registration or Permanent Portable Registration.

•	 High schools can register students at a number of 
school sponsored events, including high school 
civics class, or as part of a student assembly or 
“Civics Day” in which students meet with local 
political leaders. n

Step Backward

Until 2013, North Carolina 
had some of the best prac-

tices for pre-registering young 
voters, including:

•	 Teens were eligible to pre-
register if at least 16 and 
register if 17, but would be 
18 on or before the next 
general or regular municipal 
election and no earlier than 
60 days prior to any primary 
election.21

•	 When preregistered 
teenagers become old 
enough to register, they were 
automatically registered 
to vote by the Board of 
Elections and the normal 
verification process for all 
new registered voters took 
place at that time, including 
verification of the ID number 
and residential address.

•	 The forms were sent 
electronically by the DMV 
and county elections 
boards to the State Board 
of Elections to hold until 
the time for the verification 
process. 

Unfortunately, the entire 
effort was repealed by the 
legislature in 2013 and eligible 
young voters are no longer 
allowed to pre-register to vote 
in the state.22
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